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The Daily Practice of Swimming renders the artist Gary Coyle as a latter-day Odysseus, scaling the waters of a European bathing place that is at once peripheral and situated at the “omphalos” of European culture: the Martello Tower in which James Joyce’s modern-day odyssey began (Ulysses, 1922). Coyle’s work spans the millennia: art historically as well as culturally, answering art history, but even more potently current engagement with intangible heritages through art. In being locally and temporally specific, Coyle – like Joyce before him – investigates the possibility of proposing more universal meanings concerning the artist’s identity, social role and European situatedness, concerning man and water, journeys, means of transport, maps, diaries and time. 
Gary Coyle’s work for the web-based Odysseus project of Goethe Institutes around Europe on the occasion of the European Union’s Presidency of Germany in 2006 framed his ongoing performance project of almost daily swims at the Forty Foot bathing place, Dun Laoghaire, County Dublin, consisted of diaries of these swims. These were complemented by low-resolution versions of sumptuous photographic works taken of the sea while swimming there, as well as maps delineating his daily routine, pursued since 1999, of leaving the house, swimming and walking, cycling or driving back. It remains on-line at www.goethe.de/odysseus.
This is a neat package that at other times also includes the large photographs of the sea, or the spires of Dun Laoghaire, or fellow swimmers, taken by Coyle from inside the water. There are also sculptural objects, which are usually the remains or by-products of this practice.
Map-making as art practice ranges from Duchamp, via the Situationists to Richard Long and many others. The seascapes remind one of Hiroshi Sugimoto, while allowing for more atmospheric detail and overt aesthetic pleasure. Coyle seems to document a practice that is in the first instance performative – and while this is true, he does not himself align his work to “performance art”. He does not aestheticize his life as much as participate in a (secular) ritual in (recently but thoroughly) secularized Ireland. It is abundantly clear form the diaries that he is not the only regular swimmer at the Forty Foot. He participates in a social activity that is site- and context-specific and constitutes intangible heritage.

As such, far deeper roots to this practice become apparent. Not only is Coyle unsettling the distinctions between artist and bathing artist’s model, placing himself into the position of models from Bathsheba to Cezanne’s or Matisse’s muses. As a comparison, the Brücke members come to mind, who alternately swam in and sketched each other by the Moritzburg lakes near Dresden a century ago. 
Coyle becomes Odysseus: he sometimes encounters difficult weather conditions for seafaring/swimming, meets all manner of beings on the way – and continuously aims to get back home following his exploits. The sea-bound part is a mere dip (in the winter, while more extended in the Summer) and always, the land-bound part of the journey takes up more space on the map. This may be a result of or reflection on Joyce’s rendering of his Odysseus as land-bound. 
Coyle certainly identifies with Joyce and his alter ego Stephen Dedalus. But he also breaks and subverts these references thoroughly: The writer portrayed Stephen Dedalus as hydrophobic. He does not swim at the Forty Foot on that fateful, fictional morning, 16 June 1904, trying to avoid all acts of “baptism”. His bullish “friends” do swim – and are less than likeable for this bravery. However, Joyce, through Stephen, later that day develops the sea’s language (in the “Proteus” episode) and as he also identifies the sea with his dead mother, he understands it better than anyone in letting it develop its own voice. Coyle’s photos, shot when immersed in the water, with the camera just above the surface, also manages to give us a very new insight into the age-old theme of the seascape in art, and certainly lets the works carry meanings surrounding the medium of the (male) creative artist enveloped by the substance of the creation of life.
What Coyle creates are the paraphernalia of his swimming ritual: e.g. worn and shaped wax earplugs as connected with the physical, bodily manifestations of the swims. Stephen Dedalus’ only “artwork” created in Ulysses can be said to be a “sculpture” of snot, placed carefully on top of a rock at the beach (having had to surrender his handkerchief to his blasphemous “friend” Buck Mulligan that morning in the Martello Tower). Odysseus gave his men earplugs, in order to avoid the Sirens’ lure.
While Coyle documents his days, rather than writing creatively, the diary form is one that is associated with Stephen Dedalus ever since Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artists as a Young Man. Writing a diary of one’s daily odyssey, producing bodily excretions and being immersed in a social practice of encountering others: this is what we all can do (to differing degrees). Art and life are interwoven and every person is an artist. 

This dictum lets one think of Joseph Beuys, on whose work James Joyce had groundbreaking effects – and he visited Joyce’s Dublin, the Martello Tower and the Forty Foot bathing place beneath it. Beuys was photographed there commanding his own “ship”, a U-shaped “tower”, aka the bathing men’s urinal. Beuys did not swim, but wished to exhibit at the tower (in the round) his so-called “Ulysses-Extension”, early drawings in six exercise books that form a nucleus of his later sculptural practice, which is most famously associated with the use of organic substances like fat and felt and other materials (like toenails) that come very close to wax earplugs and snot.

Coyle produced an artwork in 2001 that uses the photograph of Beuys as the label on a jar of water from the Forty Foot. It is called Holy Water in reference to the importance of Joyce for Beuys, Beuys’ “holy water” left at the site – and the practice of both Beuys and Joyce to secularize terms, rituals and materials in their works. 

Beuys was clearly a Joycean pilgrim at the Forty Foot (like many other artists were). The effect of that literary site on the perceptions of it visitors, as well as on the works of others (artists like Coyle) would be interesting to be examined. I suspect that it can give rise to the specific use of “every-day” activities and materials in an art context, as the environment seems already to imbue it with further meanings, something that otherwise only museum spaces achieve. In such well-known literary spaces as around the Martello Tower in Sandycove, Dun Laoghaire, tangible and intangible cultural heritage are very much interwoven. 
The UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, 2003, locates such intangible heritage among others in performing arts and social practices. Coyle partakes of both these, one through the other – with more emphasis, I would say, on the social, rather than the “art” performance. In the Odysseus project, he placed its documentation as lived history on the web (with minimal time-lag) and aimed at larger contexts of resonance and meaningfulness. 

In the context of the EU web-project, Joyce is used as an anchor, as a precedent for the fluid, itinerant practice that has become only more timely and meaningful over the last century. Joyce is still the quintessential European, whose Irishness is as unquestioned as is Coyle’s, but who now shares with the globalized generation of young Irish artists much more than a familiarity with local lore: international experience and ambition. Joyce followed the route of Odysseus and Irish monks, travelled, adapted, became hybrid and has subsequently enriched our thinking about identities, Irishness and art. 
Today’s European peripheries do not only share the water’s edge, they have also become places where (as an artist) one can now remain, without being too restricted in one’s horizon. The island of Ireland is now thoroughly multicultural and connected through travel and the internet with most other places on the planet. One can indeed now make the Martello tower one’s omphalos. While that tower still retains the subtext of colonial enforcement and fortification against Napoleon, and while beliefs in a universal applicability of the particular are suspended, local particularities can – in the realistically modest proposals of contemporary artists – be taken in order to make “universal” points:  engaging with the particularities of the social fabric of the Forty Foot reveals that the swimming artist is one of a number of “authentic” locals seen by (other) visitors to the literary site as a tourist attraction. Gary Coyle gleans oral history, writes and photographs back, updates Odysseus, Joyce, Beuys and others (in “postproduction” mode) and stages an elaborate, personal experiment on the open question of what it is to be European today. 
